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Chapter 1


Monday, October 11, 1999


I’d dressed carefully that morning for the coffee date I’d agreed to in the afternoon—a silky dark green skirt, a thin white blouse, and malachite earrings, which gave my eyes a greenish cast. It was important about the eyes because my hair, as usual, hung straight to the middle of my neck. It had pretended to obey the curling iron at home, then slyly unfurled itself as soon as I stepped outside. I’d been divorced for a year, and though I’d dated several men, I hadn’t yet found another to share my life. My daughter, Polly, lived at the heart of my existence, but I missed the third component of a family—not Solomon, God knows, my cantankerous and cheating ex-husband—but someone to take the role that he had filled, a partner for myself. Ten days ago, I’d placed a personal ad in the Valley Bee describing myself as “an academic, early forties, bright and good looking, the mother of a ten-year-old daughter, and the owner of a large, marginally trained dog.” What I had not disclosed was that my field of work was women’s studies. That often put men off and could wait until potential suitors met me.


I’d received several responses, one from a man with a teenage son. “Talk about the marginally trained,” he’d written. But, uneasy about meeting men I’d never seen, the only letter I’d answered was from a colleague at my university—Wilmer Crane, professor of mathematics. I’d never dated a mathematician before, preferring men whose work I could actually understand, but a colleague, even in math, attracted me. As a member of my own community, he seemed familiar and somehow safe.


I enjoyed my solitary walk down Lupine Avenue and the pleasing views it gave me of the lawns and pathways between the gray stone buildings of the university. Taking a bite of the corn and cherry scone I’d bought for breakfast—it was part of my new research on food to make and sample recipes involving corn—I watched a gray fat squirrel dart after an even fatter one up the trunk of an acacia. Finches chattered in high tweeting sounds, two skipper butterflies fluttered orange and brown above the lawn, and the air, already warm against my skin, smelled pleasantly of newly mown grass. I was fond of this campus, which had the well-earned reputation of being an easygoing place, where people were smart but not pretentious. Perhaps a legacy of its agricultural college past—when students had come to study plants and pigs and cows—Arbor State had struck me, when I’d first arrived, as unusually communal and humane.


In the last few years, however, as the university sank more of its resources into research on new technologies, as it was less supported by the state, and as it increasingly took on the world views of corporations that were funding it, the outlook for small programs like my own had darkened. Several rounds of budget cuts, indeed, and the arrival of a new vice provost had begun to make such programs look expendable. And now a new move to split the College of Letters and Sciences into three distinctive units had thrown the fate of Women’s Studies into further question.


The proposed separation into science, social science, and humanities was fine for discipline-based departments like English and Sociology, but faculty in the women’s and ethnic studies programs took their approaches from English and sociology and from many other disciplines as well. They were interdisciplinary. Where were they supposed to go? That the new vice provost had called a meeting that very day “to discuss the programs’ fates” filled me with a sense of dread, and so, reluctantly, I turned my thoughts from squirrels and birds and butterflies to getting ready. When the higher-ups referred to “fate,” it was never promising.


I took a final, comforting bite of the tart-sweet scone, still warm and pleasantly rough against my tongue, wrapped its remains in a crumpled Kleenex, and lodged them in my purse. I’d ask the Farmer’s Collective Bakery for the recipe. I passed my hand across my mouth to check for crumbs, brushed the front of my blouse where they had landed, and gave my skirt a shake just to be sure they hadn’t migrated there as well. I was a messy eater—something having to do with the lack of eye-hand coordination that kept me from playing tennis, ping-pong, golf, and any other game involving the propulsion of small objects to a goal—and it was time to meet with Vice Provost Vogle. I needed to look presentable.


“Emily, wait up.” Alma Castillo, director of Chicana/o Studies, hurried across the street, slightly out of breath. “Can you believe it?” she said, her thin brows arching behind a pair of oversized glasses. “How’re we going to choose between social science and humanities? We’re being forced to take on an identity that doesn’t fit. Not that they care.” Her rounded cheeks and a head of gray spiked hair gave Alma a piquant, even impish, look.


“Every time there’s a crisis in the budget,” I said, feeling a familiar warmth in my arms and chest, “we have to justify our right to exist. Never mind that we’ve poured our lives into developing our programs.” I shortened my stride to match Alma’s slower one. “And if we’re split into different divisions, we’ll lose touch with each other. I’d hate to see that happen.”


“More and more this place is being run like a corporation. Large departments are becoming larger and strong ones stronger. Too bad about the rest of us.” Alma closed her lips in a tight, firm line. “We’re like weeds,” she said, her lips barely parted, “weeds in their golden fields of corn.”


Alma’s pale blue blouse, tied at the neck with a soft, loopy bow, made her look like a schoolteacher or a secretary, both of which she had been on her way to her PhD, but, to fashion-conscious me, the way Alma dressed seemed politically strategic. You wouldn’t know from looking at her modest blouses and pencil skirts that Alma had been a farm worker and a fierce political organizer in her youth and that she continued to be one of the most outspoken women on campus. I favored outspoken women, being one myself, and had grown fond of Alma over our years at Arbor State. If I wanted someone to tell me what she really thought, I went to her.


We’d reached the Social Science building—a stark configuration of concrete blocks and swooping, science-fiction ramps—where the meeting would take place. The “Deadly Planet,” as it was often called, was supposed, in some oblique fashion, to gesture toward the geography of California. Its large rectangles were ostensibly aligned with distant fields; its silver color was intended to suggest the Sierra Nevada mountains, and the curving pathways that joined the blocks together were meant to replicate the paths of winding rivers. Fine on paper, but what about the human part of the natural world?


The building, an experiment in theory and technology, was detached from the needs—and certainly the comforts—of human life. The five-story towers were linked by high external walkways, some of which were grated—much like cattle crossings—presenting unsuspecting visitors, and me as well, with vertigo-inducing glimpses of the distant ground below. Inside, the unfinished concrete walls imposed a dungeon-like effect, and many of the hallways either ended without warning or led to doors that were always locked. On my way to meetings in the Deadly Planet, I felt as if I’d stepped into a trap.


“This building is like a maze for laboratory animals.”


“Si,” Alma said, “and we’re the rats.”


* * *


Vice Provost Lorna Vogle, a small woman with short blonde hair, was sitting at one end of a highly polished walnut table as we entered the basement meeting room. We smiled at the four colleagues who’d already arrived and nodded politely to Lorna. She was not a woman to whom we felt close. Lorna was wearing a bright green suit with a green and plum-colored scarf tied artfully around her neck, an outfit that prompted me to gawk at her in wonder. A suit, on a day that would soar into the nineties, and a scarf as well? And the colors! With her long, thin nose, Lorna looked like a hummingbird. But I knew, and not without sympathy for the attempt, that Lorna was determined to appear well turned out—and more. She was bent on projecting a certain perkiness as well, perkiness being a subtle way of expressing spirit, if not authority, with the men who actually ran the show.


Alma and I had barely settled ourselves into our seats when Lorna squared her papers with a series of authoritative taps and began the meeting. I hoped she couldn’t tell what I was thinking.


“As you know, your programs will have to choose between being housed in Humanities or in Social Sciences. There are simply no other options.”


She paused for effect, coolly surveying the six of us gathered round the table, like someone who’d been trained in crowd control or who’d underlined The Management Guide to Running Meetings.


She continued with careful emphasis, “As we make this transition, we need programs that are strong and productive.”


I knew that meant departments with high enrollments in their majors and five hundred students squeezed into their lecture rooms, both of which brought monies into the coffers of Arbor State.


“Small programs like your own will have to prove that they are able to keep up. Only strong and productive units will get resources from now on. Weaker programs will have to become part of big departments like English or Sociology.”


Outrage burned the veins of my arms and chest and I raised my hand abruptly.


“Emily?” Lorna ruffled slightly with annoyance.


It wasn’t time for questions yet, and I knew it.


“Has the university shifted its priorities? Instead of supporting small programs, which provide services that big departments can’t and wouldn’t want to if they could, have we moved to a system in which only the biggest and strongest survive?”


Lorna placed one hand on her scarf, widened her hazel eyes, and gave me a raptor-like look.


“No, we have not,” she said.


Lorna’s assistant, a plump, cheery-looking woman, eased her way forward in her seat.


“I think Emily is right. Priorities have shifted in the last few years.”


Lorna raised her eyebrows, as if in warning, but then the director of Asian American Studies broke in.


“What needs to be remembered is that we’re an advantage to Arbor State. The ethnic studies programs are experts on race and ethnicity and on minority cultures. No other units have that as their goal.” He was an older man with thick eyebrows and a wide smile, and he’d devoted twenty years to getting Asian American Studies established on the campus.


“Yes,” I said, nodding vigorously in support. “Something similar is true of Women’s Studies. And all the programs are crucial in mentoring students who would otherwise be marginalized.”


“I’m just telling you what the future is going to look like,” Lorna said.


The director of African American Studies, a slender, quiet man from Jamaica, rolled his eyes and then looked down at his papers. The white-haired director of Native American deepened the creases between his brows, and the director of American Studies, a thin slip of a man, tightened his grip on his ballpoint pen as if he’d like to lob it in Lorna’s direction. Alma, like a ripening concord grape, visibly swelled with emotion.


“The humanities are also underfunded. This is just the reality.” Lorna laced her fingers together on the table, the white tips of her manicure shining like chips of ice, when Alma abruptly launched her upper body forward.


“Well, I guess people in the humanities are second-class citizens, too, much like those of us in women’s and ethnic studies.”


The director of African American Studies stifled a laugh and then returned to studying his papers. The director of Native American Studies parted his lips as if he’d thought about smiling and then reconsidered it. Lorna’s body stiffened ever so slightly behind the table.


“Here’s what I want from you in the next two weeks, a report that makes a case for the continued funding of your programs.”


The continued funding of our programs? She was threatening our existence right to our faces. I was furious but took notes on her directions nonetheless. Obsessive note taking, or, as I preferred to think of it, keeping track of information, had become second nature ever since I had moved, as a scholarship student, from a working-class town to an upper-class university, where I was so intimidated that I’d written down everything my professors said. Since that time, I’d recorded my impressions about everything—books, lectures, meetings, phone calls, films. It focused my attention, served as a memory bank, and often helped me deal, as now, with unpleasant feelings. I was known on campus as a careful researcher.


After the meeting, the six of us filed out, our faces grim.


“She’s threatening to make us disappear.” Alma rested one fist on an ample hip.


“We need to meet,” I said, looking at the director of Native American Studies, whose usual composure had vanished.


“I’ll try to find us a time and reserve us a room.” The lines between his eyes had deepened into a scowl.


The directors of Asian American and American Studies nodded their assent. The director of African American shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of habitual weariness, and we all walked on, indignation crackling among us like an electric storm.


“It’s all work, low pay, and no respect.” Alma paused at the bottom of the stairs, her back against the gray, pockmarked concrete wall. “We’re cheap labor, and we’re dispensable—we’re Mexicans! And when I think about it, I’m Mexican three times over. I’m Mexican. I’m in ethnic studies. And now I’ll probably be assigned to the humanities!”


* * *


The quad stretched before me, a large green rectangle surrounded by cork oak trees and pines. In the early 1900s it had been a field of barley and alfalfa, but now it was a campus lawn where groups of students sprawled on well-trimmed grass. It being noon, some talked or ate their lunches in the shade, others threw Frisbees back and forth in the sunny part of the open space, and just beyond these pastoral borders, faculty and students poured in and out of the student union—like rivulets crossing back and forth in a rock-filled stream. I looked longingly at some tables in the shade but dutifully stationed myself at the bottom of a flagpole that stood at the end of the path dividing the quad in two.


The flagpole area—crowded, baked by sun, and lacking benches—was a lousy place to wait, but I was meeting Tess Ryan of Plant Biology. And like most women in science, she was so busy running a lab and writing grants to support research that she could spare no more than fifteen minutes for a conversation and only in places that didn’t take her too far from her work. Collaborating with women scientists often felt like holding a series of conversations with migratory birds. You had to catch them when they had time to perch. And those, like Tess, who were determined to have a family as well as a serious career were particularly hard to snare, although Tess, to her credit, deliberately made time for supporting women’s research on campus. She’d even agreed to chair a panel for a Women’s Studies lecture series on gender and the environment.


A tall, lean woman with short red hair appeared in the distance, taking long, deep strides and quickly covering the distance between us. Younger than me by at least fifteen years, Tess radiated life. Her tanned skin shone, her eyes looked impossibly clear, and she had the body of an athlete. Standing still, she often reminded me of a young and vigorous stalk of corn. Today, however, she appeared distressed. I gave her what I hoped was a gently inquiring look because what I really wanted to say was “spill the beans.”


“Bad things are happening,” she said, by way of answer. “One of my colleagues, Peter Elliott, was taken to the hospital this morning in a coma. They found him lying in the hog yard. They think he might have been poisoned.”


“In the hog yard?” That seemed an unlikely spot. The hog barn and its yard lay in the science part of campus, but I’d occasionally walked past them—always trying to hold my breath, for the stench they exuded, especially in October’s heat, almost smacked you in the face. “What was he doing there?”


“Probably checking on his pigs. He’s been feeding them with a genetically modified corn, and he’s measuring the rate of their weight gain.”


“Do they know how it happened?”


“No.” Tess rumpled her forehead. “It could have been food poisoning, I suppose, but I’m worried, frankly, that it might have involved Save the Fields.”


“The group that tore up a graduate student’s cornfields before school started?” Save the Fields, I knew, opposed research on genetically engineered crops of any kind. Their preferred mode of protest was to destroy crop fields at night and threaten researchers. “I heard about that.” I shook my head. “The corn wasn’t even genetically altered.”


“Virtually everything we eat is genetically altered in some way. Nature takes care of that.” Tess spoke with the patient deliberation one used when one had said something many times before in class. “The crops they tore up were humanly modified using conventional techniques, not genetic engineering, but, despite that fact,” Tess’s cheeks were turning a peony-like rose, “they’ve left a note full of threats to everyone working on GMOs.” Tess glanced at the crowd around us as if it might conceal suspects.


Tess had reason to be concerned, for she herself worked on genetically modified soybeans. She had strong views about how genetic engineering continued the cross-breeding of plants that farmers had carried on for hundreds of years. Native Americans, she liked to point out, had produced corn by merging different grasses. Genetic engineering was an extension of that process. It frustrated Tess, who cared deeply about using new technologies to feed a hungry world, that people understood so little about the process of breeding plants, not to mention the challenges faced by farmers. She was so smart and so earnest that no one doubted her motives, her politics, or, least of all, her expertise, but not everyone agreed with her point of view. Feelings, I had learned at a panel on GMOs last spring, ran deep on all sides of the issue.


Tess had argued passionately for the right of subsistence farmers to plant GMOs in combating world hunger, although she hadn’t been a fan of corporations that didn’t care a fig about the fact that subsistence farmers couldn’t afford to buy the seeds that biotechnology companies owned. Peter Elliott, with a smugness I found extremely irritating, had stoutly defended Syndicon and its practices with GMOs, while several of my colleagues had vehemently opposed Syndicon and GMOs both.


But was it GMOs themselves or the policies of the corporations that produced them—the relentless focus on profit, the resistance to regulation, the absence of concern for harming, or even helping, others—that my colleagues had really objected to? Did the debate have less to do with GMO technology than with the values it was made to serve? Tess wanted to employ them for global good. Syndicon only cared about its bottom line. The same tension between communal and profit-driven motives had begun to play out all over campus. The threatened downsizing of smaller programs like my own was just one piece of evidence for that.


“Would Save the Fields have actually tried to poison Peter?” I asked. It seemed a long shot to me.


“I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure I was followed home last night.”


“That’s terrible,” I said, suddenly envisioning myself in my car at night being pursued by a threatening vehicle. I imagined a dark country road, shadowy fields, no houses in sight, and for a moment the rise and fall of conversation and the bustle of students around me disappeared.


“Did you get a look at the car?”


“It was a dark blue van.”


“And you’ve told the police?”


“I called them as soon as I got home.” Tess wasn’t someone who was easily intimidated, but I saw that this had scared her.


“What are they doing?”


“They’ve added security to the fields, instructed us to keep our offices and labs locked up, and told us to report suspicious-looking people hanging around our workplace. But that’s not going to help much if someone threatens us off campus.” Tess surveyed the crowd once more. “It’s awful to live like this.”


“I can imagine.” Even without menacing notes, I felt uneasy about working evenings at Arbor State. The campus grounds were full of dark expanses; the office buildings, so busy during the day, were empty and dimly lit at night; and incidents of theft and assault had been reported. But what would it feel like to fear, and with plenty of reason, that someone might actually be lying in wait, hidden by shadows, perhaps parked alongside your car in a campus lot? Although there was little reason to think I myself would be singled out, it was deeply unsettling to hear that Tess apparently had. Despite the hot-as-Mojave day, I felt a chill.


I was gazing vacantly at the student union, trying to get my overactive imagination back in line, when I noticed that every table in the union courtyard had been filled. A single bench remained unoccupied. Tess had agreed to moderate a panel on gender and “biodiversity,” part of my series on gender and the environment, and “biodiversity” was a concept that I had only begun to understand. If I was going to introduce this panel properly, I needed to know more.


“I know this isn’t a good time, but can we sit on the bench for a moment and talk about the panel?”


“Sure,” said Tess. “I refuse to stop my life because of threats.”



Corn and Cherry Scones


Makes 12–15 scones


2 cups unbleached all-purpose flour


½ teaspoon baking soda


1 tablespoon baking powder


½ teaspoon kosher salt


⅔ plus ¼ cup sugar


1½ cups medium-grind yellow cornmeal


1 cup cold unsalted butter, cut into 1-inch cubes


¾ cup dried sweet cherries


1¼ cups buttermilk


Preheat oven to 425°F.


Place the rack in the center of the oven and line 1 or 2 baking sheets with parchment paper.


Sift flour, baking soda, and baking powder into a large bowl. Add salt, ⅔ cup sugar, and the cornmeal, and stir until mixed.


Add butter and cut in with a pastry cutter until the butter is the size of small peas. Mix in the cherries.


Make a well in the center of the mixture and add buttermilk. Mix until ingredients just come together. There will be some loose flour left at the bottom of the bowl.


Let the batter stand for 5 minutes.


Gently shape the dough into balls about 2¼ inches in diameter and place them on the prepared pans about 2 inches apart. The balls should have a rocky exterior.


Sprinkle the ¼ cup sugar on top of the scones. Place them on the middle rack of the oven and immediately turn the temperature down to 375°F.


Bake 20–25 minutes or until the scones are golden. Transfer the scones to a wire rack to cool.


Adapted by permission of the Cheese Board Collective at http://cheeseboardcollective.coop/. From The Cheese Board Collective Works (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 2003.)





Chapter 2


A rush of smothering heat enveloped me—like one of the Santa Ana winds I’d grown up with in Southern California. By 3:00 p.m., the temperature in Arborville had shot into the higher nineties, not unusual in mid-October when Indian summer settled in, scorching the whole valley, but after emerging from the pleasant chill of my office in Haven Hall, the initial shock of desert air felt like an assault. Wilting and moving slowly, as if I were a forty-niner crossing Death Valley’s shimmering floor, I walked along the quad to Library Lane. It was time for my coffee date with Wilmer Crane, the man who’d answered my ad in the Valley Bee.


As I passed a campus parking lot, the sun bouncing off the cars in a dazzling blaze of light, the harsh odor of heated asphalt assailing my nostrils, my thoughts turned to the even more uncomfortable matters of the Hog Barn, the poisoning, and the threatening note. By day, at least, Arbor State had always felt secure, but now, in full sunlight, something disquieting had entered into the atmosphere on campus. Despite the heat, which was further straightening, and surely now frizzing, my hair, I tried to sort it out.


If the poisoning was deliberate, as Tess had feared, was the perpetrator a member of Save the Fields or was it someone on campus who hated Peter’s politics? Peter had infuriated a lot of people with his unyielding support of corporate control over GMOs. Some, I realized to my unease, were colleagues I liked and trusted. It was inconceivable to me that any of them had been involved, but was it possible now that some of them might be open to suspicion? The question weighed upon me like the hot, dry air, and I was grateful to reach a row of large old maple trees that shielded me from the sun.


To live in Arborville was to live among large trees. Because the early founders, in their wisdom, had given some thought to the valley heat, Arborville’s downtown was lined with large oaks, arching elms, tall cedars, and fragrant pines, giving it a quaint and leafy ambience. Students strolled along the sidewalks, bicyclists vied with slow-moving cars in the narrow streets, and dogs, tongues hanging, patiently waited for their owners in the shade.


The buildings were a well-blended mix of old and new—a railroad station with graceful arches in Mission Revival style, dating from the early 1900s; a medium-sized hardware store; a couple of small bookshops; modest dress boutiques, one of which sold the silk underwear I favored; gift shops with iron kitchenware and teacups painted in sunflower designs, which I wasn’t partial to; and many casual restaurants. No pharmacist or grocery store, however. For that you had to drive to the outer sections of the town where larger stores were permitted. Arborville, unlike the university it would seem, was protective of its smaller businesses. Students jammed every café with their computers, and the movie house specialized in films for adolescent boys, but Arborville had a pleasant, leisurely pace. It was a college town through and through.


As I turned the corner onto Poppy Lane, I began to wonder what my coffee date would be like. His letter had been well written and straightforward. I’d liked him on the basis of that alone, and now, as I descended a set of concrete stairs that led toward a sunken plaza—partially shaded by a feathery foothill pine—I saw a man with graying temples sitting at one of the white plastic tables. He had a friendly face with a slightly turned-up nose. There was something open and country-like about him. Good looking, I thought, but what will we say to each other? Having taken languages in college when math and language had been the two choices, I knew nothing of mathematics.


“You must be Wilmer Crane.” He held out his hand and I took it. Nice grip, I thought. “I’m Emily Addams. I’ll get an iced latte and be back.”


“No, let me get it for you.”


“Okay, thanks, with nonfat milk, please.” Good manners, I observed, as he disappeared inside. There was something about him that reminded me of a country gentleman.


When he returned, I asked, “So, what kind of math do you do?” I wanted to grasp something at least about what the man did. Work meant so much to my own life I couldn’t imagine anyone really knowing me without understanding it.


“Chaos theory.” Wilmer sat a bit more upright in his chair. He seemed taken aback by my direct interest in his field of study.


“I know almost nothing about math, but could you try to explain that to me in a simple way?”


Wilmer tried, but the words “fractal,” “self-iteration,” “flows and folding” were unfamiliar to me, a completely foreign tongue. The one thing I did catch was “Butterfly Effect.” According to Wilmer, a mathematical talk in 1972 had borne the intriguing title “Does the Flap of a Butterfly’s Wings in Brazil Set Off a Tornado in Texas?” Chaos theory maintained that, yes, it could.


“What’s chaos theory used for?” I asked.


“All sorts of things. Some people use it to understand the migration of birds and monarch butterflies.”


That seemed entirely too difficult to understand. What did it say about a man, I wondered, that he worked on chaos theory? That he was comfortable with complexity? That he needed to control disorder? Both? Neither? Something else? While a slight breeze stirred the needles of the tree, dispersing their piney scent, I paused to consider what question I’d ask him next.


“I had an unsettling experience this morning,” Wilmer interjected, turning his sloping blue eyes directly to my face.


His eyes looked big behind his glasses, big in a good way. Definitely good looking, I thought, and smart and tall. I liked a tall man. I found them comforting.


“I went to the Hog Barn this morning. It’s next to my office in the Institute for Analytical Dynamics. I was going to do photography for a couple of hours.”


Ah, photography, that was something we could talk about.


“I was trying to compose a shot when I saw a man’s body lying in the mud next to a pig’s pen.”


“Peter Elliott?” I leaned across the table and Wilmer nodded. “I heard about him from one of my colleagues. So it was you who found him? He’d ingested poison or something? What’d you do?”


“I jumped in, called for an ambulance, and did CPR. I got him to breathe, but he was still unconscious and he’d thrown up a lot. Then a student appeared out of nowhere and began sobbing like crazy. She was an intern at the Hog Barn, apparently.”


“What was her relation to Peter?”


“She fed his pigs.”


“She fed his pigs? That’s all?”


“It did strike me,” Wilmer narrowed his eyes behind his glasses, “that, given the nature of their connection, there was something a bit extreme about her grief.”


It struck me that way too.


“What happened next?”


“The emergency workers and police arrived, and I pointed out something odd. He had a piece of corn bread in his hand.”


“Corn bread?” I felt my head go light. “How strange. I made corn bread last night, and I took it to campus for a Native American Studies reception in Bauman Hall. That’s not far away from the barn. What a weird coincidence.” Had there been something wrong with my corn bread? A sudden darkness blossomed in my chest. “But I ate the bread and so did a lot of people,” I said, more to myself than to Wilmer. “No one got sick that I know of. I didn’t, and I always get ill if there’s something wrong with food. I didn’t see Peter at the reception, and, anyway, I doubt he’d even know about it.”


“Well,” Wilmer bent toward me with a comforting look, “we don’t know that it was your corn bread. Lots of people make corn bread, and he could have bought some just about anywhere. Let’s not jump to conclusions.”


“You’re right, but still, how curious.” I stared blankly for a moment at the gray and russet sparrows rustling and pecking at crumbs near our feet. Could my corn bread really have gotten mixed up in this mess? I tried for a moment to think of other yellow foods. Corn muffins? Corn scones? Corn pudding? Or wait, pigs ate corn too. Had his hand been full of feed for hogs?


“Are you sure it was corn bread, not pig food or something else that was yellow?”


“It wasn’t pig food, that’s for sure.”


I glanced at the sparrows again, trying to recall details from the gathering I’d attended the night before, and when I raised my head, I saw that Wilmer was studying me.


“What do you work on?”


He seemed eager to put the Hog Barn and its memories behind us. Perhaps they cast me in a disturbing light? Some first meeting, now that I thought about it. His date turns out to be a suspect in an attempted poisoning! “Coincidentally enough, I’m writing about dishes made of corn, about their cultural meanings. I used to be in literature, but when I came to Arbor State, I decided to work on popular culture. Recently I decided to write some pieces on food.”


Wilmer nodded.


“And baking is part of your investigation?”


“I wanted to write on a subject that would connect my work with my personal life, and I wanted to know my subject in different ways, not just through conventional research but through cooking and eating and ways I don’t even know about yet.” He was a mathematician. How was I going to explain the nature of my research? “Besides, I like to cook, and my daughter likes to cook with me. It’s something fun we can do together.” That was no better.


I studied my hands resting on the table and adjusted one of my silver and turquoise rings. I was fond of turquoise. Then I looked straight at Wilmer. “I give a lot of food-based parties, and I guess you could say I’m obsessed with bringing food to gatherings and also with thinking about the role of food in building relationships and community.” I stopped short.


Wilmer tilted his head and narrowed his eyes once more. Maybe I’d looked like that when he’d described the Butterfly Effect.


“Given your work,” I said, “this must seem foreign to you.”


“Not really.” He paused as if giving the matter some thought. “Chaos theory has relevance for ordinary, day-to-day life. It’s used in analyzing weed control, in setting the price of pigs—and even in growing corn.”


I was pleased that Wilmer’s math had such down-to-earth and, potentially, community-minded applications, though I couldn’t imagine how they would work. Having never gotten beyond algebra and geometry, I found higher math a total mystery.


The sun moved beyond the top of the Redbud Café, deepening the shade.


“Have you been married?” I was keen on turning us away from the disturbing issue of my corn bread.


“Yes.” Wilmer blushed. “Twice. And both times they left me. My last wife went off with someone else six months ago. How about you?”


“It’s been a year since my marriage broke up,” I replied. Why had the wives left? Don’t ask, I told myself firmly, not at our first meeting. Instead, I inquired if he had children. He had two boys, both of them on their own. I told him about Polly, and then as the heat of the day broke, I glanced at my watch. “I have to pick up my daughter. I’ve enjoyed our time.”


The tables had emptied and the plaza had fallen into shadow when Wilmer unfolded himself from his plastic chair.


“Would you like to do this again?”


“Sure.” I definitely did want to do this again.


“Do you think we’ll have enough to talk about?” He watched me closely as I gathered my things.


“I guess we’ll see.” I smiled with encouragement. I hoped that would be the case, and I was fairly certain we’d find things to talk about. But, then again, I’d never dated a man in mathematics.


* * *


I stood in my kitchen with its white walls and its border of coral and turquoise tile. I was nuts about New Mexico and had turned a worn 1960s ranch house into a vision of Santa Fe with Mexican pavers on the floor, a fake adobe half wall dividing the kitchen from the dining room, and carved animals—rabbits, pigs, and donkeys in yellows, pinks, and browns—peering out from bookcases and down from the tops of cabinets. I figured my love for Santa Fe had had its origins in early childhood when I had lived in a small adobe house in the middle of a California desert. Maybe Santa Fe was my early life as I wished it could have been—vibrant, colorful, sensuous—not to mention my current life as I was always wanting it to be.


My daughter, Polly, was at my side stirring polenta in a large white pot. We were going to experiment with a delicious-sounding dish: polenta, dry Sonoma jack cheese, tomato fondue, and lots of cream.


“How’s the polenta going?” I peered over her shoulder into the thickening yellow mush.


“I think it’s ready to go into the pan.”


When I looked at Polly with her corkscrews of long, brown hair and large blue eyes, much larger than mine, my chest filled with light. I loved these evenings at home with my daughter. They were an excuse to be fully human, as I thought of it. When Polly and our dog, Sadie, were there, the house felt full of life. When they were gone, I accomplished far more work, but the two of them haunted the place, making me long for their vibrancy and for their cheerful demands on my attention.
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